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(54) Sterilizing food 

(57) Apparatus and a process for preparing a container of food suitable for consumption or storage comprises a conveyor 2 
for transporting trays 3 of food through a tunnel 7. The conveyor 2 passes through a loading sector M, a sterilizing sector N 
and a sealing, cooling and discharge sector O. In the loading sector M, there Is a device 4 for welding an aluminium foil lid 
on each tray 3 leaving vents. In the sealing sector O, there is a device 10 in a second tunnel 9 for sealing the lid on each 
tray 3. 
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TITLE 

Sterilising Food 
DESCRIPTION 

The invention relates to apparatus and a process for 
preparing a container of food suitable for consumption in the 
short term or for storage in the long term. The invention 
can be performed with existing machines and packaging plants 
adapted for the purpose. 

For the preparation of food and meals packed and sealed in 
containers, ready-to-eat or for long term storage, rules and 
regulations must be observed. These include sterilization, 
which is at present carried out by means of autoclaves, trays 
being loaded manually into the autoclave and unloaded 
manually. The same results are obtained nowadays using other 
systems and equipment, for example "microwave" equipment, but 
these call for considerable capital investment and energy 
consumption. 

Apparatus according to the invention comprises a conveyor for 
transporting trays of food through a tunnel, means for 
sterilizing the food in the tunnel, and means for sealing a 
lid on each tray after sterilizing and before cooling. The 
invention includes a process which comprises loading a tray 
of food onto a conveyor, sterilizing the food on the 
conveyor, and sealing a lid on each tray after sterilizing 
and before cooling. All transfers of the trays can thus be 
eliminated. 

Preferably the lid is welded on each tray before sterilizing, 
so the sealing is effected in two stages, before and after 
sterilization. This eliminates the possibility of the trays 
bursting open whilst being manoeuvred and conveyed to a point 
where they are suddenly brought up to a temperature of 
approximately 120°C and then suddenly cooled. 

Advantageously, there is a conveyor in a loading sector, a 
conveyor in a sterilizing sector, and a conveyor in a 
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sealing, cooling and discharge sector which move the trays at 
the same speed as they are filled. The lids for the trays 
are preferably of an extremely thin metal foil which is 
placed on the trays and welded by an automatic device. Vent 
holes are left at the welding stage and sealed after cooling. 
Specially shaped lids can be fitted. 

Drawings 

Figure 1 is a schematic plan view of apparatus according to 
the invention; 

Figure 2 is a corresponding side view from B; 

Figure 3 is an end view from C in Figure 2 at section lines 
DD and EE in Figure 1; 

Figure 4 shows where the welding is carried out which joins a 
lid to a tray, and the position of vent holes as made at 
section DD; and 

Figure 5 shows where a second weld or sealing is effected, 
and the vent openings are closed as at section EE in Figure 
1. 

In Figures l and 2, the apparatus comprises a loading sector 
M, a sterilizing sector N, and a sealing, cooling and 
discharge sector O. A conveyor 2, generally in the form of a 
belt, conveys trays 3 in a direction X (Figure 1) , suitably 
spaced, through the apparatus. The conveyor 2 transports 
trays 3 of food past a welding device 4 where a lid 6 of 
aluminium foil from a reel 1 is welded along a line 12 
(Figure 4) to the tray 3, leaving two spaces or vents 13. 
The conveyor 2 then carries the trays 3 into a tunnel 7 where 
sterilizing is effected. After that, the conveyor 2 conveys 
the trays 3 into a second tunnel 9 which is provided with a 
device 10 for sealing the lids 6 on the now sterilized 
containers as indicated by the welds 14 in Figure 5. A 
bulkhead 8 is provided at the end of the tunnel 7 for heat 


retention. In the second tunnel 9, after the sealing device 
10, the sterilized and sealed containers are subjected to 
forced cooling prior to discharge from the apparatus. 

The tunnel 7 is provided with heat sources (not shown) which 
maintain a constant temperature of 120 e C. The sealing device 
10 operates during a short stoppage of each tray 3. The 
heating is preferably by means of steam jets, and the 
residence time of a tray in the tunnel 7 about 30 minutes. 


CLAIMS 


1. Apparatus for preparing a container of food suitable 
for consumption or storage, which apparatus comprises a 
conveyor for transporting trays of food through a tunnel, 
means for sterilizing the food in the tunnel, and means for 
sealing a lid on each tray after sterilizing and before 
cooling. 

2 . Apparatus according to claim 1 which comprises a 
device for welding the lid on each tray before sterilizing. 

3. Apparatus according to claim 1 or claim 2 in which 
the sealing means is arranged in a second tunnel. 

4. Apparatus according to any preceding claim in which 
there is a conveyor in a loading sector, a conveyor in a 
sterilizing sector, and a conveyor in a sealing, cooling and 
discharge sector. 

5. Apparatus for preparing a container of food as 
herein described with reference to the drawings. 

6. A process of preparing a container of food suitable 
for consumption or storage which process comprises loading a 
tray of food onto a conveyor, sterilizing the food on the 
conveyor, and sealing a lid on each tray after sterilizing 
and before cooling. 

7. A process according to claim 6 in which the lid is 
welded on each tray before sterilizing. 

8. A process of preparing a container of food as herein 
described with reference to the drawings. 

9. A container of food prepared in apparatus or a 
process according to any preceding claim. 
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